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At what point can one say that he is saved? Lets consider the following:

A. Can one be saved when he first hears the Gospel? If hearing is all that is needed then all we need to do is get people to hear it or read it. But that was not the instruction of Peter on the day of Pentecost nor is it what we found above. Preaching saves those who believe (I Cor. 1:21), not every one who hears.

B. Can one say that he is saved simply because of God’s grace and mercy? If so then all should be saved, for God offers his grace to all and it is not his will that any perish. The Scripture teaches however that all will not be saved. In addition, Eph. 2:8 states that your are saved “through faith” not just because God offers grace and mercy.

C. Can one say that he is saved simply by believing?  Though there are many places that indicate that faith/belief is tied to some type of response on the part of the one who believes. Not all types of faith save as even demons believe but are not saved (James 2:19). Faith that saves, according to James, needs to be faith that has actions (albeit not meritorious actions) with it. James plainly states that “faith without deeds is useless” (James 14-19) and shows how it was Abraham’s faith and actions working together that “his faith was made complete by what he did” (James 2:22). James continues saying, “You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone”
 (2:24). 

So faith seems to be an operative necessity to bring about salvation. In other words saving faith is not made complete with out some response. Faith alone does not bring justification. So this needs to be understood when one notes for example what Paul says in Rom. 10:9, “For it is with your heart you believe and are justified”. Indeed if both these are true then the Bible seems to contradict itself. But there is another way to understand this than to see contradiction. If, as James states, actions complete faith, then the faith Paul is talking about is responsive faith, not “faith alone”. Note that Paul even states (Rom. 1:5) that, “ . . . we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith.
” Note how Hebrews (chapter 11) shows that it is by faith that all those heroes of the faith did things. Note again that Paul says (Gal 5:5-6), “But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love”. Note how faith is expressed. Without that expression can it be saving faith? Not according to James! Without expression, the faith one claims is a false faith. In addition the term “faith” means “trust”. Hence, faith that is only intellectual (which is the practical meaning of the modern day term “faith alone”) and not expressed in action is not Biblical faith. It is a false doctrine that began in the time of the Reformation. Faith without action is dead. 

Faith indeed does involve the intellectual decision to “trust” but true faith cannot be separated from the actions that complete it. Without the actions, there cannot be completion of that faith and no salvation. Faith seems to be the operating power or motivation that works through actions to bring about salvation. Belief then brings about salvation. When seen in this light, saving faith is of necessity part (and impetus) of every response (including repentance, confession of sin, baptism, and perseverance) that one has to the Gospel whether it is in the process of the initial salvation event or the continuance of the state of salvation after one has been saved. 

When seen in this light one can say that one responds in faith to receive the Gospel which brings salvation (I Cor. 15:1-2), one is cut to the heart by the cross which creates deep faith and the response of  “what shall I do to be saved?” (Acts 2:37), one by faith responds to make a personal decision to make Jesus Lord, to repent of sin, be baptized, and to persevere in Christ through living by (or responding to) the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:16-26; II Thes. 2:13; Tit. 3:5). So faith is larger than all these individual events but it is to permeate each one and through its permeation bring about these actions that the Bible explicitly states “save” you.

So faith is the operative conviction which is permeated by non-meritorious actions that bring about salvation (whether present or future). Without faith it is impossible to please God. But with out active faith (faith that is completed by actions) there is no salvation. So while faith is in a sense the beginning of salvation, that salvation (and that faith) is not completed until the faith is expressed in action.

D.  But, back to our issue under consideration. At what point can one say that he is saved in the present aspect? What we have left to consider in the aspect of  initial salvation is repentance, baptism, and the Holy Spirit. Salvation is the time when one is reconciled with another. That means that it is the time when forgiveness happens and when one is “right” with God. It is the time when one is assured of his own resurrection to eternal life, i.e. redemption. Can one say that he is saved when he repents? Repentance is closely tied to the forgiveness of sins as can be seen not only in John’s Baptism but also in Jesus’ baptism. Acts 2:38 speaks of repentance and baptism together (somewhat like John the Baptist’s) in connection with forgiveness of sins, however baptism is the closer link grammatically as forgiveness follows immediately on its heels. Luke 24:47, Acts 3:19 and 5:31 also link repentance with forgiveness. While repentance is tied to forgiveness, it seems to be tied to it like faith is tied to action. In other words, repentance (a change of mind) is not real repentance unless it is accompanied by some type of action. This would seem to be why Paul preached that one must prove his repentance by his “deeds” (Acts 26:20). Acts 2:38 links forgiveness directly with baptism for (eis) the forgiveness of sins. Repentance by nature is not forgiveness as it is something that happens in the mind which follows with actions of reconciliation on the offender’s part. Forgiveness by contrast takes place in the heart of the offended. Forgiveness would then seem to be the time when God has granted release from retribution and the two (God and man) are reconciled together as one. Repentance therefore while a necessary part in obtaining forgiveness and reconciliation does not seem to be the focus point in which unity is achieved, or God’s forgiveness granted. It is, rather, a necessary step toward obtaining God’s forgiveness.


Confession also seems to be a precursor to forgiveness as it is a response to true repentance. It seems to be an action proceeding from a change of mind, i.e., repentance. By definition “confession” (homologeo) has the meanings of “agree, admit . . . confess

. . . declare (publicly), acknowledge, confess”
. It is the way of admitting wrong done to someone. Confession of sins was commanded in the Old Testament (Lev. 5:5; 16:21), was necessary for reconciliation with God (Lev. 26:40-42), done by those in Samuel’s day (I Sam. 7:6), by David (Ps. 32:5; Ps. 38:18), by Daniel (Dan. 9:4-20), by Ezra (Ez. 10:1ff), by Nehemiah (Neh. 1:6), and those in Nehemiah’s day (Neh. 9:1). Proverbs (28:13) states it is necessary to access mercy. It states, “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy”. Confession is continued in the NT with those coming to be baptized by John the Baptist (Mt. 3:6 and Mk. 1:5 state, “Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him”), it was done as part of repentance by those who had come to belief in Ephesus (Acts 19:18-19), was a necessary step for Christians in being forgiven by Jesus (I. Jn. 1:9), and confessing sins to one another is stated by James as a way to be healed (James 5:16). Confession of sins is a very Biblical concept. It is an expression of repentance, it is an admission of wrong doing on the repenter’s part. To refuse or even to not extend this admission blocks reconciliation with the one who was offended. It would seem to me that one cannot be reconciled with another person (God or human) without it.  Confession to God and to others offended would seem to be a necessary aspect of salvation which is basically the reconciliation of relationship with another. Those who refuse to admit their sin surely have not truly repented. And to say that confession in I Jn. 1:9 is only to be done by those who are already Christians and not necessary for initial salvation before baptism would make Christian conversion and reconciliation with God and fellow men an anomaly in the Bible. It would then be the only time in Biblical history (OT or after Christian conversion) that one did not need to confess his sins as part of repentance or as a means to obtaining forgiveness from the party offended
. Again, without verbal admission of sin, repentance is hollow. So one might even say that without confession of sin one has not repented and so he could not say he was saved. But even with confession, one cannot say that he is saved yet because confession and repentance is only done on the offender’s part and forgiveness comes when the heart of the offended releases the offender.  Notice this continues even after one is a Christian. In I Jn. 1:9, John states, “If we confess our sins he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness”. Note, when confession is done it is still in the domain of Jesus to then act to forgive and for the Christian this would be immediate since he/she is already “in Christ” and has immediate access to his forgiveness as Jesus is constantly actively speaking to the Father in our defense (I Jn. 2:1-2; Rom. 8:34). This is not the case however for the non-Christian, one who is not yet “in Christ”.  So one cannot say he is saved upon repentance and/or confession.

E. Can one say that he is saved when he is baptized? As stated above, baptism is unto/into (eis) the forgiveness of sins. But baptism seems to go farther than repentance. Baptism seems to be the point when one actually is reunited (or united) in relationship with God, the point in which God releases the offender from the guilt of his sin. The following seem to support this:


a. It is at baptism that one is forgiven of his sins (Acts 2:38).

b. It is at baptism that one is put into Christ (Acts 2:38; Gal. 3:27; Rom. 6:1-6) 

     and his body (I Cor. 12:13). 

c. It is at baptism that one calls on the name of the Lord and his sins are washed 

                away (Acts 22:16).

d. It is at baptism that one is saved through an appeal
 to God for a good 

                conscience (one does not until baptism have a good conscience) and through 

                the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (I Pet. 3:21).


e. It is at baptism that one “puts on Christ” (Gal. 3:27).


f. It is at baptism that one is “buried with Christ” and “baptized into his death”  

                and rise to live a new life (Rom. 6:2-4). This must be the time when 

                Jesus’ blood covers his sins (note how it is through the blood of Christ that we 

                have redemption in Eph. 1:7 and Matt. 26:28).


g. It is at baptism that one is “united” or “grown together” or becomes “at one  

                with” (sumphutos)
 Christ and our old self is crucified with him (Rom. 6:5). 


h. It is at baptism that we were buried with him, we were spiritually circumcised, 

                 we put off the old nature which was offensive to God, and we were raised with 

                 him through our faith in the power of  God, were made alive with Christ and 

                 forgiven our sins (Col. 2:11-13). We are no longer offensive to God after 

                 baptism. 


i. It is at baptism that we are given the promise that we will live with him: “Now 

                 if we died with Christ we will also live with him” (Rom. 6:8). Hence one is 

                 assured of his own resurrection in the future.

j. It is at baptism that one receives the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38) who renews us and 

                 saves us through his “sanctifying work” ( II Thes. 2:13).


k. It is at baptism that you are born again (born from above), John 3:3-5.

It would seem then that it is at baptism when one receives forgiveness of sins, God is no longer offended by the old nature as it is crucified, has a restored relationship with God, is “in” Christ, is buried with him into death, is united with him, is crucified with him, is given the promise that he will live with Christ, is born again, and receives the Holy Spirit through whose sanctifying work saves him. All of these would seem to indicate a “reconciliation” with God, a uniting (or reuniting) with him, forgiveness extended from God to man, reception into God’s fellowship, and reception of the promise of living with Christ. So it would seem that we could answer the question as to whether one could say he was saved at baptism with a resounding “YES”.

If indeed baptism is the point of present salvation then we dare not leave it out of our preaching of the gospel (that would be preaching another gospel), delay baptism for those who are ready, or compromise on its necessity. It is however necessary to realize that it is our faith in the power of God that makes baptism operative. This faith brings about our being buried with him, made alive with him, and being forgiven. If there is no faith in the power of God to forgive sins at baptism then it would seem that the baptism undertaken would be a different baptism than Jesus’ baptism.
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(For further study on what the New Testament says about salvation, see my article on “The Biblical Theology of Salvation” at denverchurchofchrist.org (click on DCC School of the Bible)).

� By the way, this is the only place in the NT juxtaposes these two words and here it is stating that one is NOT saved by faith alone, explicitly contrary to most modern day evangelical assertions.


� In Romans and other epistles of Paul when speaking of “works” if one looks closely at the context it is referring to “works of the Law” in connection with salvation, not actions of faith!


� Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature,  translated by William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich,  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957,  p. 571, hereafter referred to as “Bauer”. Bauer also lists “promise, assure . . . praise” as additional definitions.


� A possible exception is when Jesus declares people forgiven in the Gospels seemingly without their repentance or confession. But these are exceptions to be enlightened by the fact that Jesus had authority to forgive sins ON EARTH. It was not normative. 


� I am taking the translation of “appeal” of the NASB and not the term “pledge” of the NIV as I feel it fits the passage and my understanding of Biblical theology better.


� See Bauer, 788.
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